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Secession Sanctified:
Bishop Francis Huger Rutledge and the
Coming of the Civil War in Florida
by Lee L. Willis I11

S

tanding before the congregation of Tallahassee's St. John's
Episcopal Church in May 1865, Bishop Francis Huger
Rutledge personified the collapse of the Confederacy. Visibly
weak "with trembling hands and unsteady voice," the prelate
opened the Eucharist with prayer. Temporarily forgetting orders
handed down from the Union forces occupying Florida's capital,
Rutledge included a blessing for the President of the Confederate
States of America in his benediction. Realizing his error, he bowed
his head and repeated the last lines of his invocation, this time
uttering "United States of America" instead. Having been at the
forefront of Florida's secession movement four years earlier, he
could not hide his desp0ndence.l
The episcopate of the Right Reverend Francis Huger Rutledge
is a window into the important role of southern Episcopal clergy
during the sectional divide of the 1850s as well as the secession
movement of 1860-1861. Scholars have long overlooked non-evangelicals as contributors to the character of the Old South and the
causes of the Civil War. This gap in the literature is due in part to

Lee L. Willis I11 is a doctoral student in history at Florida State University. He
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in 2003.
1. Susan Bradford Eppes, Through SomeEventful Years (Macon, Ga., 1926), 341.
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the late-twentieth century's fascination with the origins of evangelicalism following the Civil Rights Movement. The influence of the
Christian right on national politics since the 1960s is another factor.2 Additionally, non-evangelicals, unlike their Methodist and
Baptist counterparts, never experienced national schisms over the
slavery issue.3 Yet, to understand the coming of the Civil War in
Florida, one must be acquainted with the influential attitudes and
actions of Bishop Rutledge and the Episcopal ~ h u r c h . ~
As the first bishop of the Protestant Episcopal Diocese of
Florida, Rutledge did not openly lobby for southern separatism,
though he counted among his friends some of Florida's most
2.

3.
4.

Martin E. Marty, "Preface," in Donald G. Mathews, Religion in the Old South
(Chicago, 1977),ix. For more on the role of evangelical religion in the secession movement and in the Civil War, see Mitchell Snay, Gospel of Disunion:
Religion and Separatism in the Antebellum South (New York, 1993); Richard E.
Beringer et.al., The Elements of Confederate Defeat: Nationalism, War Aims, and
Religion (Athens, Ga., 1988); Bertram Wyatt-Brown, The Shaping of Southern
Culture:Honw, Grace, and War, 1760s-1880s (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2001) ;Edward
R. Crowther, "Holy Honor: Sacred and Secular in the Old South," Journal of
S o u t h History 58 (November 1992): 619-36; Ralph Erickson, "The Clergy of
the Confederacy,"Journal of Religious Thought 5455 (1998): 61-68; Clarence C.
Goen, Broken Churches, Broken Nation: Denominational Schism and the Coming of
the American Civil War (Macon, Ga., 1985); James H. Moorhead, "The
Churches, Slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction,"Journal of Presbyterian
History 78 (winter 2000): 285-300; Randall M. Miller, Harry S. Stout, and
Charles Reagan Wilson, eds., Religion and the American Civil War (New York,
1998);John R. McGivian and Mitchell Snay, eds., Religion and the Antebellum
Debate Over Slavety (Athens, Ga., 1998);James W. Silver, Confederate Morak and
Church Propaganda (Tuscaloosa,Ala., 1957). More recently, several historians
have more closely considered the Episcopalian impact on southern mores; for
example, see Richard Rankin, Ambivalent Churchmen and Evangelical
Churchwomen: the Relipon of the Episcopal Elite (Columbia, S.C., 1993); Gardiner
H. ShattuckJr., Episcopalians &Race: Civil War to Civil Rzghts (Lexington, Ky.,
2000).
The Presbyterian Church also experienced schism before the war, though
slavery was only one of many theological issues that divided the denomination; see Snay, Gospel of Disunion, 11314.
For more on religion's impact on the secession movement in Florida and the
state's Civil War experience in general, see John Edwin Johns, Rorida during
the Civil War (Gainesville, Fla., 1963), 1415, 183-89; Herbert J. Doherty,
Richard Keith Call, S o u t h Unionist (Gainesville, Fla., 1961);J.L. Urbach, -An
Appraisal of the Florida Secession Movement, 1859-1961" (MA. thesis,
Florida State University, 1972); Emory M. Thomas, The Confederate Natitm,
1861-1865 (New York, 1979), 38, 51-52. The religious landscape in antebellum Middle Florida has yet to yield to scholars its full complexity. Our understanding of the region, however, was greatly enhanced recently thanks to
Edward E. Baptist's Creating an Old South: Middle Florida's Plantation Frontier
befme the Civil War (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2002). Baptist argued that long-held
notions about the relatively static and harmonious societies of Leon and
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ardent supporters of ~ecession.~
He undoubtedly provided a sense
of spiritual righteousness to the slaveholding interests of Middle
Florida planters, infusing the state's secession movement with religious and moral significance. Growing up in Charleston and on his
family plantation in Stateburg, South Carolina, Rutledge no doubt
witnessed the horrors and cruelty of the peculiar institution. Yet,
he was very much a man of his time. Turning a blind eye to slaves'
physical and emotional suffering while maintaining an interest in
their spiritual welfare was not incongruous to antebellum white
so~therners.~
In his ministry, Rutledge was honored for his mis
sionary work among slaves, although he later owned bondsemants
himself. Like other men of the Old South, Rutledge was complex,
and his words and actions often appeared c~ntradictory.~
Francis Huger Rutledge was born into a wealthy Charleston farnily in 1799. His father, Hugh Rutledge, had a distinguished law practice that bookended a political career during the RevolutionaryWar.
When Charleston fell in 1780, the British imprisoned the elder
Rutledge at St. Augustine in Loyalistcontrolled British Florida. After
the war, he returned to Charleston where he served as Chancellor on
the Court of Vice Admiralty and on the vestry of St. Philip's Church,
the town's oldest Episcopal parish which would one day count states
Though
rights stalwart John C. Calhoun among its

5.

6.

7.
8.

Jackson Counties before the Civil War do not hold up under close inspection.
Yet, Baptist's relatively brief discussion of religion limited the book's usefulness in evaluating the region's mores; see Baptist, Creating an Old South, 14551,23638; also Bertram H. Groene, Antdellurn Tallahassee (Tallahassee, Fla.,
1971), 119-30; Clifton Paisley, The Red Hills of tbrida, 1528-1865 (Tuscaloosa,
Ala., 1989), 110-11, 172-74.
George R. Fairbanks, "Early Churchmen in Florida," in Historical Papas and
Journal of Semi-centennialof the Church in Florida, 1888 (Jacksonville,Fla., 1889),
8-9.
For more on religion and slavery, see Sylvia R Frey and Betty Wood, Come
Shouting to Zion: Afican American Protestantism in the American South and British
Caribbean to 1830 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1998); Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion:
" 7 7 Invisible
~
Institution" in the Antebellum South (New York, 1978); Eugene D.
Genovese, Roll, Jmdan, Roll: The Wmld the Slaves Made (New York, 1974);John
Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom: A Histmy of Negro Americans, 5th ed.
(New York, 1980), 197-98.
For the relationship between clergy, missionizing, and the perpetuation of
the cotton kingdom, see Kenneth Moore Startup, The Root of AU Evil: The
A-otestant Clergy and the Economic Mind of the Old South (Athens, Ga., 1997).
James Haw, John and Edward Rutledge of South Carolina (Athens, Ga., 1997),
176; Albert Sidney Thomas, The Episcopal Church in South Carolina (Columbia,
S.C., 1956), 257.
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Hugh Rutledge was a respected and well-known jurist in South
Carolina, his brothersJohn and Edward became prominent throughout the colonies and, later, the young nation. Both men represented South Carolina in the First and Second Continental Congresses,
and Edward signed the Declaration of Independence in 1776, the
youngest man to do so. After the war,John and Edward each served
as governor of South Carolina, and John briefly acted as the Chief
Justice of the United States Supreme Court in 1795.
Hugh Rutledge enjoyed an aristocratic background on both
sides of the family. The maternal lineage was replete with members of the colonial gentry. His mother, Mary Golightly Huger,
descended from a notable Huguenot family. Her father, Major
Benjamin Huger, hosted the Marquis de Lafayette when he arrived
to aid the revolutionary effort in 1777. Huger was later killed during the siege of Charleston in 1'779. Mary's brother, Francis
Kinloch Huger, became a minor celebrity in Europe where he was
involved in a failed plot to free Lafayette from an Austrian prison
in 1'798. After this unsuccessful "chivalrous enterprise," Francis
Huger returned to America in 1798, several months before his sis.~
ter gave birth to her second child, Francis Huger R ~ t l e d g e While
there is only circumstantial evidence to prove it, the boy was likely
named for his brave and honorable uncle.
Details about Rutledge's childhood are scant, and the nature
of his upbringing is unknown. His father died when he was eleven.
Only two of his four siblings survived childhood. Private tutors
guided his early education until he entered Yale College in 1817,
where he met John Beard, a North Carolina planter's son who
would later move to Florida and become prominent in politics and
the Episcopal Church. Beard and Rutledge remained friends
throughout their lives as they encountered one another first at
Yale, then in St. Augustine, and later in Tallaha~see.~~
Shortly after he graduated from Yale, Rutledge entered
General Theological Seminary in New York City. Returning to
South Carolina after graduation, he was ordained a deacon in
1823 and elevated to the priesthood two years later. In his first

Jeffrey L. Rhoades, Scapegoat General: The Story of Major General Benjamin Huger,
C. S. A. (Hamden, Conn., 1985), 1-2.
10. Joseph D. Cushman Jr., A Goodly Hen'tage: The Episcopal Church in FZurida, 18211892 (Gainesville, Fla,, 1965), 68-70; Fairbanks, "Early Churchmen in
Florida,"8-9.

9.
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charges at Mount Pleasant and later Sullivan's Island, Rutledge
revived struggling parishes. In his diocesan reports, the young
priest noted ministering to equal numbers of white and enslaved
black congregants, albeit in separate services.ll Although Rutledge
left no records of his thoughts about missionary efforts to slaves
during his early ministry, he brought his interest in the spiritual
welfare of blacks to his episcopate in F1orida.l2
Rutledge's reasons for going to Florida are not entirely clear.
The Diocese of South Carolina encouraged missionary efforts to
the territory, but ministers were generally reluctant to relocate to
frontier locales.l5 Additionally, Florida was in the midst of the
Second Seminole War, the most prolonged Native American conflict in United States history and a particularly frightening conflict
for slaveholding settlers who faced an alliance of Seminoles, runaway slaves, and freedmen.14 Still, Rutledge may have had some
knowledge about St. Augustine. His father and his famous uncles,
John and Edward Rutledge, had visited the city as prisoners-of-war
in 1780. Regardless of his reasons, in 1839, at the age of forty, still
unmarried and unencumbered by children, Francis Huger
Rutledge left his native Palmetto State to serve as a missionary in
St. Augustine. The following year he agreed to become the rector
of the town's Trinity Church.15
After five years at Trinity Church, Rutledge received the
degree of Doctor of Divinity from Hobart College in Geneva, New
York, recognizing his missionary work among St. Augustine's
whites as well as the substantial black population. Soon thereafter,
he accepted an invitation by Tallahassee's St. John's Church to
become its rector in 1845, the same year in which Florida entered
the Union as the twenty-seventh state. Compared to St. Augustine,
11. Thomas, The Episcopal Church in South Carolina, 366; Cushman, A Goodly
Heritage, 70.
12. Diocese of Florida, Journal of t h Proceedings
~
of the Annual Convention, 1866
(Tallahassee,Fla., 1866).
13. Thomas, The Episcopal Church in South Carolina, 31,48, 705.
14. Larry Eugene Rivers, Slavery In Florida: Territorial Days To Emancipation
(Gainesville, Fla., 2000), 202-207; Kenneth Porter Wiggins, The Bhck
Seminob: Histmy of a Freedom Seeking People (Gainesville, Fla., 1996);John K.
Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 1835-1842 (1967; reprint,
Gainesville, Fla., 1991); Cheryl Race Boyett, "The Seminole-Black Alliance
during the Second Seminole War, 1835-1842" (MA. thesis, California State
University at Dominguez Hills, 1996).
15. Cushman, A Goodly Heritage, 72; Diocese of Florida,Journal of the Proceedings of
the Annual Convention Diocesanjournal, 1839 (Tallahassee,Fla., 1839), 17.
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St.John's Episcopal Church, Tallahassee, Fla. Built in 1837-38 for $10,000. The
church burned on 19 January 1879. Courtesy of the Flonila Photographic Ckhctim,
TalEahsee.

which was still culturally akin to its Minorcan roots, the socio-economic culture of the capital city more closely resembled South
carolina.16 Fellow divineJohn Jackson Scott later commented that
the town's "large concentration of comparative wealth, intelligence, refinement, and of consequence, a high social lifen was a
familiar environment for Rutledge. Rector of St.John's Church in
Warrenton and for more than twenty years a close friend of
Rutledge, Scott recognized that his friend's "birth, his training, his
16. Diocese of Florida, Journal of the Aoceddings of the Annual Convention, 1867
(Tallahassee, Fla. 1867), 57; Cushman, A Good& Haitage, 72.
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habits and associations, placed him upon a social elevation that left
him nothing to envy that other men really or might be fancied to
possess."17 Thus, Rutledge's aristocratic background had prepared him well for leadership of a parish that listed in its register
three former territorial governors, a number of Middle Florida's
planter elite, and the grandson of ~ h o m aJefferson.18
s
Still, the
Old South culture that Rutledge found in Tallahassee would challenge the man whom acquaintances remembered as "simple, humble, and unostentatio~s."~~
Between 1829 and 1845, seven different rectors had served St.
John's congregation; Rutledge's twentyane-year tenure as rector
and later as bishopin-residence provided a level of stabiity that few
Florida churches enjoyed. This uninterrupted term allowed
Rutledge to become especially close to congregants playing an
important role in the young state's political affairs. It also stabilized
Rutledge's life: he remained a Tallahassee resident until his death.*O
From its humble beginnings in 1821 until 1851, the Diocese of
Florida was too small and poorly funded to support its own bishop.
When needed, bishops from neighboring states visited Florida
parishes to fulfill diocesan duties. Only as the diocese became more
prosperous around midcentury did the maturing body hold a diocesan convention in 1851 and appoint Rutledge as the first Bishop of
Florida. Deliberations were held in secret leaving no record as to
why Rutledge was the clerics' choice. Certainly his experience was
one factor, but it also could have been that if the small diocese fell
in arrears, the native South Carolinian had personal wealth on
which he could rely. Lay delegates to the convention unanimously
supported the nomination, and later that year, Rutledge was consecrated at St. Paul's Church in Augusta, Georgia. Bishop C.E.
Gadsden of South Carolina presided over the ceremony.*l
According to church historian Joseph D. Cushman Jr.,
Rutledge's fifteenyear episcopacy was marked by extremes: "the
17. DiocesanJournal, 1867,57.
18. Fairbanks, "Early Churchmen in Florida," 14; St. John's Church Parish
Register, St. John's Episcopal Church Parish Office, Tallahassee, Fla.
19. Fairbanks, "Early Churchmen in Florida," 7; Groene, AntebeUurn TaUahassee,
11430.
20. Carl Stauffer, God Willing: A History ofst. John S Epcopal Church (Tallahassee,
Fla., 1984), 240; St. John's Church Parish Register.
21. Diocese of Florida, Journal of the Proceedings of the Annual Cmventam, 1851
(Tallahassee, Fla., 1851), 16; Cushman, A Goodly Haatage, 27; St. John's
Church Parish Records.
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hope which characterized the beginning of Rutledge's episcopate
was followed by the loss and despair which marked its end."22
Judging from the close relationship between Leon County's planter
elite and the Episcopal Church, the mere fact that these intertwined institutions shared similar fates is not revelatory. Yet, the
extent to which Rutledge encouraged and deepened that relationship speaks to the ways in which Episcopal clergy contributed to the
development of sectionalism in the antebellum United States.
Rutledge's episcopate from 1851 to 1866 coincided with the
most volatile era in United States history. In the 1850s' the most
prominent anti-slavery political stance in the free states called for
the arrest of the peculiar institution in the territories, not to abolish it where it currently existed. This "free soil" position, rather
than outright abolitionism, represented one of the planks of the
newly-formed Republican Party's platform. Whether or not slavery
would be allowed in the territories was at the heart of the
Compromise of 1850, the controversial Kansas-Nebraska Act of
1854, a subsequent "civil war" that erupted among settlers in
Kansas, and the divisive Dred Scott decision of 1857 in which the
Supreme Court secured chattel ownership even if slaveholders
~ ~ series of events magnified
moved to free states or t e r r i t ~ r i e s .The
ideological differences between northerners and southerners. In
some nationally organized churches, these cultural differences
became theological dilemmas and resulted in ecclesiastical schisms.
The Protestant Episcopal Church never experienced the level
of sectional divisiveness that other denominations suffered over
the slavery question. While Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian
churches splintered along North-South lines by 1845,
. ~ ~when southern
Episcopalians remained unified until 1 ~ 6 1 Even
bishops, including Rutledge, formed the Protestant Episcopal
Church of the Confederate States of America, they made it clear
that they were reacting not to theological or ideological differences with their northern brethren but to changing political
boundarie~.~~
Even though the Episcopal Church remained unified throughout the volatile 1850s' southern bishops played an important role
22. Cushman, A Goodly Heritage, 75.
23. David M. Potter, The Impending Crisis, 1848-1861 (New York,1976), 72,75,8082, 142, 227-31, 402;James M. McPherson, Battle Cry ofFr~~dom:
The Civil War
Era (New York, 1988), 27-28.
24. Snay, Gospel Of Disunion, 1 1534.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol82/iss4/3

8

Willis, III: Secession Sanctified: Bishop Francis Huger Rutledge and the Comin

in the growth of sectional identity in the Old South. Led by Bishop
Leonidas Polk of Louisiana, southern Episcopalians committed to
building a university that would provide a Christian education for
southern men. In a letter addressed to the bishops of Alabama,
Tennessee, Georgia, the Carolinas, Mississippi, Arkansas, Texas,
and Florida, Polk warned about negative influences on young
southern men in northern schools. OnJuly 4,185'7, the first meeting of the trustees of what would become the University of the
South met on Lookout Mountain, Tennessee. Bishop Rutledge
represented the Diocese of ~ l o r i d a . Over
~ ~ the following three
years, he sat on committees that determined location and curriculum for the university eventually built in Sewanee, ~ennessee.~'
Plans for the University of the South reflected the sectional
mentality of the 1850s. Tallahassee's Roridian and journal
announced the planned institution with enthusiasm, reporting
that Bishop Rutledge and George R. Fairbanks of St. Augustine
were meeting with other university leaders in New Orleans.
Fairbanks, who later wrote histories of the church in Florida as well
as the University of the South, ardently supported the school from
its beginning. Yet, the newspaper also recognized the sectional
and political symbolism of the process: "Their visit to the Crescent
City at this particular juncture in our political history [the forthcoming presidential election of 18601 has a significance and
importance of no ordinary moment attached to it.n28
Even as the newspaper hailed Rutledge's role in the formation
of a "Southern University," other columns warned readers of the
devious machinations of "Black Republicans." Most southerners
did not distinguish between abolitionists and members of the new
political party, despite Republicans' insistence that they only adve
cated halting the spread of slavery and not its abolition.29 Like
many other southerners, white Floridians expected the election of
25. Protestant Episcopal Church of the Confederate States of America, Journal of
the Proceedings of the General Council, 1862 (Augusta, Ga., 1863), 3.
26. Arthur Ben Chitry, Reconstnution Al Sewunee: TheFoundingof t h Univmity of t h
South and 1t.s First Administration (Sewanee, Tenn., 1954), 45, 54-5; Joseph H.
Parks, GeneralLeonidasPolk, C. S. A. (Baton Rouge, La., 1962), 118-19;Charles
Reagan Wilson, Baptiud In Blood: 7'k Rpligion of t h Lost Cause, 1865-1920
(Athens, Ga., 1980), 1 47-48.
27. George R. Fairbanks, Histoly of the University of the South at Sewanee, Tennessee
(Jacksonville,Fla., 1905), 28-37.
28. (Tallahassee) Horidian andJoumal, 11 February 1860.
159-60.
29. McPherson, Battle Cly of Fr~~dum,
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a Republican presidential candidate to trigger secession by the slave
states. Indeed, Florida's political leaders vowed to take drastic
action if such an event occurred. In 1859, the Florida legislature
resolved that if the presidency was won by a "Black Republican"
candidate "opposed to slavery as it exists in the Southern States, it
is the duty of the Southern States to prevent his inauguration or to
take some strong measures in common to protect themselves.""
Though Bishop Rutledge did not publicly support secession
before 1861, his associations strongly suggested his stance on the
issue. Symbolic of the relationship between St.John's Church and
Leon County's planter elite was John Beard, a long-time friend,
former Yale classmate of Rutledge, and one of the state's foremost
secessionists. He had moved to Tallahassee from St. Augustine
with his wife and children in 1846 and became deeply involved in
St. John's
If Rutledge had brought personal bondsenants with him when
he first moved to Florida in 1839, he manumitted or more likely
sold them before 1850, when the first available slave census for
Florida was made. According to Leon County tax rolls, the bishop
did not register slaves until 1857, when he was taxed on $1000
worth of chattel property. The following year, that value increased
five-fold. Still, county records indicate that by 1859 he owned only
one slave valued at $200 which, according to the federal slave
schedules of 1860, was a woman of more than sixty years of age.s2
Slaves in Tallahassee generally enjoyed better work conditions
than counterparts on surrounding plantations; Rutledge's bondservants most likely ran the h o u s e h ~ l d . ~ ~
30. State of Florida, Journal of the Proceedings of the House of Rqbresentativar of the
Gaeral Assembly of the State ofM&at its Fzfkenth Session, 1859 (Tallahassee,
Fla., 1859), 191-92, Florida Collection, State Library of Florida, Tallahassee;
Cushman, A Goody Heritage, 41.
31. Fairbanks, "Early Churchmen In Florida," 89.
32. Leon County, Florida, TaxRollr, 18291855,18561868, Florida State Archives,
Tallahassee; Cushman, A Goodly Heritage, 71; United States Congress, Eighth
Census, 1860, Original Schedules. Though the Leon County tax rolls only
indicate value of slave property and not the actual number of slaves, the
$5000 value of Rutledge's chattel in 1858 suggests that he owned several
bondservants that year. For a study on slave prices in the Old South, see
Michael Tadman, Spenrlatms and Slaves: Masters,T r h , and Shves in the Old
South (Madison, Wis., 1989), 287-91.
33. Rivers, Slavery In I;lotida,41-42. According to local legend, Rutledge enjoyed
the companionship of an enslaved concubine. Though slave schedules indicate that he did own a woman who could have met that description, evidence
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Unlike other southern church leaders, however, Rutledge never
spoke out in defense of the peculiar institution based on theological
principles. His personal views on the subject can only be surmised.
Judging from his interest in missionary work, Bishop Rutledge sincerely cared for the salvation of blacks. Like other slave owners,
however, his paternalistic view-one reinforced by the hierarchy of
the antebellum Episcopal Church-and his personal ownership of
chattel suggest he accepted conventional wisdom about black inferiority." As the highest-ranking clergyman in the Diocese of
Florida, his silent acquiescence gave tacit approval to slaveholding
and secession. Additionally, in 1858, he welcomed Reverend W.J.
Ellis as rector of St. John's. Two years later, Ellis delivered a pr*
Southern sermon that so pleased his parishioners that they published it in The Floridian and JmmL Drawing a parallel between the
hostility and prejudice against early Christians to the contemporary
national and international movement against slavery, Ellis assured
his congregants that "the Lord of Hosts is with us-that our cause is
in truth the cause of humanity." He concluded with a prayer asking
God to enlighten his brethren in the North "to perceive the truth
and turn themselves from the course of folly and ruin."35
Thus far, Rutledge's legitimization of Southern identity and
support for slavery were implied rather than explicit. In the winter of 1860-1861, however, the bishop's stance became more overt.
The election of Republican Abraham Lincoln realized the worst
fears of many southerners and triggered the first wave of secession.
Between December 20, 1860, and February 1, 1861, seven Lower
South states, including Florida, exited the Union.s6
On November 26, St. John's parishioner Governor Madison
Starke Peny called for an election of delegates to consider seces
sion. Several weeks later on December 20, Rutledge's native South
Carolina announced its withdrawal from the union?' As delegates

34.
35.
36.

37.

is not conclusive. In his will, for example, all beneficiaries were family members. The bishop divided his estate between his nephews-Benjamin H.
Rutledge, Thomas Waties, and John Waties-and the children of his late
niece, Mary B. Sumter; see "Estate of Francis H. Rutledge," Case no. 534,
CountyJudge's Court, Leon County Courthouse, Tallahassee, Fla.
Franklin, F m Slav9 To Freedom, 197-98; Cushman, A Godly Hmmkge,
39.
Floridian and Jcyurnul, 15 December 1860.
Johns, Florida during the Civil War, 1-22; Doherty, Richard Kkth Call, 154.60,
McPherson, Battle C?y Of Freedom, 23435; Potter, The I ~ ~ Crisis,
n 48788,
g
491-92, 496, 498.
Potter, Tha lmpmding C~isis,48492.
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to the Florida Convention assembled in Tallahassee in the first
days of 1861, some of the South's most vehement secessionists
made their way to the state, viewing Florida's actions on the issue
as momentous. Two of the region's well-known "fire-eaters* traveled to Tallahassee to lend their support: Robert Barnwell Rhett,
editor of the rabidly pro-secessionist Charleston Mercu~,and
Edmund Ruffin, a Virginia planter who had been clamoring for
southern independence since the 1 8 4 0 s . ~ ~
In an effort to quell growing rebellion in the Lower South,
lame duck President James Buchanan called for a day of fasting
and prayer on January 4. Ruffin, who arrived in Tallahassee on the
3rd, refused to attend church because doing so would recognize
federal authority in Florida. At St.John's, Ellis preached a sermon
in favor of secession, but the bishopin-residence was conspicuously absent. According to Ruffin, Rutledge "would not attend the
service, because viewing the matter somewhat as I did . . ." In other
words, Rutledge believed like the old Virginian that federal authority in Florida was now moot. Later in the day, the bishop visited
Ruffin, and the two spent several hours together. In his diary,
Ruffin wrote about the encounter: "I was very much pleased with
the venerable old minister, & with his ardent & patriotic sentiments. . . . [He] said he had himself already seceded with his
native state, & in advance of ~ l o r i d a . " ~ ~
While Rutledge seceded with South Carolina in sentiment,
his desire for Florida to follow suit compelled him to take an
active role in the upcoming convention. As the session opened,
chairman John C. Pelot of Alachua County declared that "the
rapid spread of Northern fanaticism has endangered our liberties and institutions, and the election of Abram [sic] Lincoln, a
wily abolitionist, to the Presidency of the United States, destroys
all hope for the future." The convention determined that its
"grave and solemn duties" required the blessing of Providence
"to direct us in our future deliberations that we should now
implore," and the delegates agreed that "the Right Reverend

38. Edmund Ruffin, The Diary Of Edmund Ruffin, ed. William Kauffman
Scarborough, 2 vols. (Baton Rouge, La., 1972), 1: xxiii, 521-24; Eppes,
Thmugh S m Eventful Years, 136; Doherty, Richard Keith Call, 154-60.
39. Ruffin, The Diary OfEdmund Ruff'in, 524; Cushman, A Goodly Hen'tage,43. It is
odd that he refers to Rutledge as "old"because Ruffin, who celebrated his
67th birthday in Tallahassee, was the bishop's elder by five years.
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Francis Rutledge be invited to a seat. . . and that this convention
be opened with prayer."40
Rutledge stood before the assembly invoking the will of God to
fill the delegates' hearts and minds with "the spirit of wisdom and
sound understanding, so that in these days of trouble and perplexity,
they may be able to perceive the right path and steadfastly to walk
therein." If the wording of Rutledge's benediction shrouded his
desires, he sent a clearer message on January 7th. A delegate read
the following statement to the assembly: "The undersigned promises
to pay the Treasury of the State of Florida, on demand, the sum of
five hundred dollars, toward defraying the expenses of government
for the year eighteen hundred and sixtyane, whenever by ordinance
she shall be declared an independent republic. Fn.H. R~tledge."~l
The following day, secession fever mingled with the annual
celebration of the Battle of New Orleans. The Leon Cavalry and
the Tallahassee Guards paraded through the streets, marching
into the convention hall where delegates and a capacity gallery of
"fair women and brave men from all portions of this gallant little
state" greeted the militiamen with applause. Revelry continued
late into the evening as torch-bearing members of the fire rescue
company led "an immense and highly enthusiastic crowd" in
another parade through the city. The procession ended at the City
Hotel where pro-secession orators enjoyed "tumultuous
applause."42 Two days later, on January 10, 1861, Florida seceded.
The delegates unanimously requested Bishop Rutledge to
invoke God's blessings on the passage of the Ordinance of Secession.
Once again, the bishop assured his audience that their actions had
been divine will: "the Delegates of this Convention [are] here assembled to consummate a work which Thou hast given them to perform
. . . which has been effected in accordance with Thy will." Though
the bishop desired a peaceful change in government, his words foreshadowed the struggle that lay in the future, urging the assembly to
40. Florida Secession Convention, Journal of the Proceedings of the Convention of the
People o f f i d a (Tallahassee,Fla., 1861), 3 4 , Florida Collection,State Library
of Florida, Tallahassee.
41. Ibid., 4 5 , 22; Cushman, A Goodly Heritage, 42-43.
42. Charleston (S.C.) Daily Courier, 15 January 1861. Unfortunately, extant
Tallahassee newspapers from 1861 are spotty and many dates are missing.
Coverage of the secession convention in Tallahassee from other Florida
newspapers is similarly lacking due to missing issues. For example, there are
surviving weekly issues of St. Augustine's Examiner through 29 December
1861, but coverage did not resume until 19January 1861.
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"do all in their power to maintain and defend the institutions of their
countly against foreign invaders and domestic foes."43
For the ceremonial signing of the document on January 11,
the governor and convention delegates strode alongside members
of Florida's Senate and House of Representatives to the eastern
portico of the capitol where they were greeted by hundreds of
spectators. Rutledge opened prayer "in an impressive and affecting manner." At the end of the ceremony, St. John's parishioner
Madame Catherine Murat, a great-niece to George Washington,
pulled the lanyard for a triumphant cannon blasts4
Not everyone in the capital city had secession fever.
Another local Episcopalian, former territorial governor Richard
Keith Call, denounced the act that "opened the gates of Hell."
Call was a founder of St. John's and remained active in the
parish for more than thirty years. Yet, despite his stature in the
community and his church, his point of view seemingly failed to
sway the bishop.45
As the first seven seceding states met in Montgomery to establish the Confederate States of America, Rutledge joined fellow
southern prelates to create a new Protestant Episcopal organization for the Confederacy. Though Rutledge sat on a committee to
revise the existing Protestant Episcopal constitution, neither he
nor any other bishop expressed discontent with the national body.
Several bishops, including Rutledge, regretted the inevitable
schism, but there was overwhelming support for the political
actions of the seceding states. According to Bishop Stephen Elliott
of Georgia, who presided over the July 1861 convention, the newly
formed southern church firmly upheld the "great principle upon
Elliott did not elaborate
which our new government is f~unded."'~
on that "great principle"; his wording, however, echoed the "great
truth" language employed by fellow Georgian and now vice-president of the Confederacy, Alexander H. Stephens who, in a wellpublicized speech delivered earlier in the year, announced that
the cornerstone of the Confederate States of America was "the
43. State of Florida,Journal of the Proteedings of the Convention of the People of

3435.
44. Charhtrm Daily Couw,17January 1861.
45. Doherty, Richard Keith C 4 154-60; Cushman, A Goodly Heritage, 49; Stauffer,
God Willing,9 1.
46. Protestant Episcopal Church of the Confederate States of America, Jounal of
the hceedings of the General Council, 1861,22.
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great truth that the Negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery . . . is his natural and normal ~ondition."~'
On the eve of war, the Episcopal Church in Florida had never
been stronger as it celebrated its fortieth year. A growing population expanded and strengthened the diocese, and its lay and clerical
leaders dominated the state's political affairs. But this would prove
to be fleeting. Heeding Rutledge's advice at the conclusion of the
secession convention, Floridians and their fellow Confedemtes did
indeed "defend the institutions of their country against foreign
invaders." Following the fall of Fort Surnter and President Lincoln's
subsequent proclamation of insurrection, Florida and the rest of the
country braced for war. Over the following four years, Rutledge witnessed the rapid decline of his diocese.
The physical ravages of war spared Tallahassee and St. John's.
Still, the bloody conflict altered the complexion of the town, as
refugees from coastal areas flocked to the capital. Thus, unlike
most churches in the state, the Tallahassee congregation swelled
in numbers. Conversely, the burgeoning population strained local
resources. As staples dwindled, friends from outlying plantations
sent the bishop and other town dwellers food. The bishop's health
was never vigorous, and wartime visitors commented that he "eats
like a bird . . . and has to be tempted to eat.""
Other Episcopal churches around the state faced wartime
destruction. Union forces burned sanctuaries in Jacksonville,
Marianna, and Pensacola. The blockade of ports created an exodus of parishioners, and some congregations almost dispersed
entirely. The Union "anacondan inhibited travel and prevented
47. McPherson, Battle C y Of Feeddona, 244. For more discussion of Stephens's "cornerstone speech," see Thomas Edwin Schott, Alexander H. Sqhens: A
Biography (Baton Rouge, La., 1988);William C. Davis, The Union the Shaped tiu
Conf&q: Robert Toombs and A h a n a h H. Stephas (Lawrence, Kans. 2001).
48. Eppes, Through S m Evmtful Yean, 204. For more on the role of religion during the Civil War, see Steven E. Woodworth, Whih God L Marching On: The
Religious World of Civil WarSoldim (Lawrence,Kans., 2001);Drew Gilpin Faust,
"Christian Soldiers: The Meaning of Revivalism in the Confederate Army,"
Journal of S o u t h Histmy 53 (February 1987): 6390; Eugene D. Genovese, A
ConsumingFire: TheFall ofthe Confeahq in the Mind of the White Chnktian South
(Athens, Ga., 1998); Gardiner H. Shattuck Jr., A ShiGEd a d a Hiding Place
(Macon, Ga., 1987); Mark A. Noll, A-ca's
God: From Jonathan Edwards to
A h h a m Lincoln (New York, 2002), 367438; Daniel W. Stowell, Rebuilding
Zim: The Religious Recmtructirm of the South: 1863-1877 (New York, 1998);
Samuel J. Watson, 'Religion and Combat Motivation in the Confederate
Armies,"Journal of Militay History 58 (January1994): 29-55.
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the prelate from making bishopric visits around the diocese.49 By
the war's end, St.John's and the Protestant Episcopal Church survived, but both were greatly diminishedm50
Brigadier General Edwin McCook, commanding a column of
five hundred United States troopers, entered the capital from the
north on May 11, 1865. He later remarked that the citizens
"seemed to feel our success had at last relieved them from the
oppression they had so long suffered at the hands of rebel
authorities." While civil officials accepted surrender "with a
cheerful acquiescence," McCook faced more stubborn opposition from the Episcopal clergy.5' During his morning service on
May 21, Reverend WJ. Ellis neglected the prayer for the president prescribed by the Protestant Episcopal Church of the
United States. Learning of this symbolic omission, McCook fired
an angry and chastising missive to the rector later in the day: "did
you think how much you might be promoting hatred, malice,
and all uncharitableness [sic], sedition, and rebellion . . ?
Warning him that the army would close the church if this practice continued, McCook reminded the minister of the church's
duty to quell discord "instead of endeavoring to keep it alive as
you did this morning."52 Delivering the benediction at an
Episcopal service later that afternoon, Bishop Rutledge accepted
the fate of the fallen Confederacy, stumbling through his blessing for the President of the United States of A r n e r i ~ a . ~ ~

.

9,

49. The "Anaconda Policywwas the term used to describe the Union naval strategy to blockade Southern ports and to control the Mississippi River. In 1861,
General-in-Chief Winfield Scott devised this plan, which he believed would
defeat the Confederacy and help to avoid land invasions that would be costly
to human life. Critics in the North thought the strategy alone was too soft on
the rebellious states and pejoratively referred to it as the "Anaconda." For
more on the Anaconda Policy, see James M. McPherson, Ordeal By Are (New
York, 2001), 227-28.
50. United States War Department, The War of the Rebellion: A Cmnpilatirm of the
Oficial Records of the Union and Confedaraate Armies (Washington, D.C., 1880
1901), ser. 1, vol. 49, pt. 2: 945;James P. Jones and William Warren Rogers,
"The Surrender of Tallahassee," Apahchee 6 (1963-1967): 108; William
Watson Davis, The Civil War and Reconstruction in Fbrida (New York. 1913),
336-37.
51. The War of the Rebellion, ser. 1, vol. 49, pt. 2: 944-45; Jones and Rogers, "The
Surrender of Tallahassee," 108.
52. The War of the Rebellion, ser. 1, vol. 49, pt. 2: 862.
53 bid., ser. 1, vol. 49, pt. 2: 945; Eppes, Thmgh Some Eventful Years, 341;
Cushman, A Goodly Heritage, 50-57.
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Though despondent about the outcome of the war, in the last
year of his episcopate, Rutledge moved the diocese toward reconciliation as he celebrated the diocese's reunion with the national
church in 1866. At the Diocesan Council that spring, Rutledge
urged his brethren, "let us no longer dwell upon the past-let us
turn to a brighter page in her history, and contrast what was what
now is, the condition of our national affairs." Despite the bishop's
enthusiasm for Florida's secession in 1861, he declared that the
national schism of the same year had been "brought about, as
many of you all know, by the force of circumstances, by the evil
pressure of the times." After four years of horrible war, Rutledge
now looked forward to "seeking reunion with kindred minds and
spirits" in the North.54
Furthermore, the war had not diminished the bishop's paternalistic interest in the spiritual welfare of blacks. "In the providence of God," Rutledge observed, "those who were aforetime our
servants have been manumitted and set free." Condescendingly, he
added that African Americans were "ignorant, superstitious, and
corrupt in morals, they need religious training."55 In July 1866,
Rutledge sent Reverend W.D. Scull to Washington, D. C., to obtain
funds from the recently formed Freedman's Bureau for a new
church and school for former slaves. Scull met with General Oliver
0 . Howard who, as head of the Bureau, agreed to give $800 to the
cause. The new church and school enjoyed only modest success.56
After a painful bout with mouth cancer, Francis Huger
Rutledge died on November 5, 1866, at age 67. His passing
marked the end of an era. Never forsaking his lowcountry roots,
Rutledge's episcopate made a significant impact on Florida at a
critical juncture in its history. As bishop, he bestowed spiritual
authenticity to the development of a Southern identity and the
legitimacy of secession, and situated the Episcopal Church at the
center of Florida's secessionist movement.

(Richmond, Va.) The Southern Churchman, 19 April 1866.
55. Ibid.
56. Diocesan Journal, 1866, 52-53. After the Civil War, former slaves were permitted to create their own churches that were independent of white institutions.
Most freedmen and women chose to join a black congregation rather than
remain with a white church; see Larry E. Rivers and Canter BrownJr., Laborers
in the Vineyard of the Lord: the Beginnings of the A.M.E. Church in Florida, 18651895 (Gainesville, Fla., 2001);Jerrell H. Shofner, Nor is it Ouer Yet: Flwidu in
the Era of Reconstruction, 1863-1877 (Gainesville, Fla., 1974).
54.
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